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Abstract
The present study examined the effect of specified demographic and psychosocial
variables on the academic achievement of high school students from urban and rural
settings (N = 177). Psychosocial variables considered in this study were familism,
perceived discrimination, time management and a host of home and school factors.
Results provide information on the predictive factors associated with academic
achievement among high school students (R square =.32). The significant psychosocial
predictors were advance program placement, economic condition, time management (i.e.,
as related to studying or doing homework), depression scale, parent-child conflict scale,
and school location. Support for continued use of measures of psychosocial factors in the
study of predictors of academic achievement was established. Implications for theory,

practice, and future research are discussed.
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Predictors of Academic Achievement: The Effects of Demographic and Psychosocial
Factors

Education is the primary method by which youth are prepared for an increasingly
complex world. Educational success has been inextricably linked with higher future
socioeconomic status (SES), prestige and, subsequently, a higher quality of life (Jencks et
al, 1972). The centrality of education, and it’s primary index academic achievement, in
adapting to and succeeding in America today can hardly be overstated (Egginton &
Munoz, 1998). A child’s adaptation to school may primarily be gauged by his/her
academic achievement. Given the status literacy holds as an indicator of future success,
academic achievement has been examined and researched extensively in the social
sciences, particularly in terms of status attainment and issues concerning inequalities
(Coleman et al, 1966; Marjoribanks, 1995).

Still, there appears to be much disagreement as to the social and individual
ingredients necessary for high levels of academic performance. Since the Coleman Report
(Coleman et al, 1966), the importance of SES as a factor related to academic achievement
has been recognized. In early studies, SES was purported to explain most of the variance
in academic achievement; current research (Roeder, 1999; Munoz & Dossett, 2001) also
continues to support the highly predicting role of SES on student outcomes as measured
by standardized testing. On the other hand, however, a meta-analysis determined that SES
accounts for only about 5% of the variance in performance (White, 1982).

While SES is clearly one relevant factor, other research (e.g., Carver, 1975) has
suggested that individual and socially laden variables are also quite influential in their

impact on educational success and achievement. Research in the social sciences has
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suggested that features that are school-based, home-based and/or student-based may
affect academic achievement.

School-based factors which have been studied and that may influence school
adaptation, and subsequently academic performance, include school size (Albritton, 1984;
Caldas, 1993), school uniforms (Hoffler-Riddick & Lassiter, 1996) and school climate
(Anderson, 1982; Weishen & Peng, 1993). Teacher expectations (Rampaul et al, 1984),
“warm teacher involvement” (Glasser, 1969), and student teacher relationships (Niebuhr,
1999) have also been considered.

Although not as extensively examined as school factors, home factors also have
been investigated as to their impact on educational performance. Parental expectations
(Hossler & Stage, 1992), parental behavior and involvement (e.g., Bogenschneider,
1997), maternal employment status (Abbot, 1991; Beyer, 1995), and parental marital
status/divorce effects (Cull, 1994; Kaye, 1989) have been studied.

Others have viewed the individual student traits associated with achievement.
Previous studies have addressed self-concept effects (Padwal, 1984), social competence
(Wentzel, 1991), depression (Pugh-Antich, 1993), birth order (Cherry, 1990), gender
differences (Dawson & Mclnerney, 1998), locus of control (Hanson, 1994), learning style
(Farrel-Moskwa, 1992), and substance use (Andrews, 1991), as well as a number of other
factors.

While it appears that various factors may have an impact on academic
achievement, in the above-cited references most of these factors were examined in
isolation from each other. The present study attempts to add to and perhaps broaden the

scope of research regarding the factors associated with academic achievement. More
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specifically, this research focused on psychosocial factors that are associated with
academic achievement within a mainstream population. These psychosocial factors
include such variables as familism (perceived closeness of the family), time management,
perceived discrimination, achievement motivation, self-esteem, and a host of
home/school climate factors. This study explores the above psychosocial variables and
their influence on academic achievement in a fashion that has often been overlooked, i.e.,
by considering many of these variables simultaneously in predictive models. The
previous study with an immigrant population (Portes, 1999) did use a similar model
examining variables simultaneously, however neither involuntary minorities nor a
mainstream population were included in the data analysis.

This study is the initial project using a mainstream population for a larger on-
going research program conducted utilizing the YAGQ-R to examine the effects of
psychosocial variables on academic achievement. Again, the information collected here
involves locally situated students and their families and serves as data which allows for
comparative analysis with immigrant groups.

While some of the variables considered in this study may at first appear unrelated
or atheoretical in nature, the importance of examining the environmental features related
to static parameters such as academic achievement is suggested by cultural historical
theory (CH). CH has grown out of the works of Vygotsky (1934/1986) and focuses on
the social construction of the intellect. Central concepts in CH involve the assertion that
while learning is developmental in nature, it is learning in a social context that precedes
development. Learning is seen as occurring within a social context known as the activity

setting (AS), a unit of analysis for CH ( Gallimore, Goldenberg & Weismer, 1992; Tharp
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& Gallimore, 1988). Essentially, the AS includes the who, what, where, when and why
of learning. There are five dimensions or features that define the AS : (1) the personnel
present, (2) the motivations and purposes of the actors, (3) the scripts used, (4) the task
demands or operations of the activity, and (5) the goals, beliefs and values involved
(Gallimore, Goldenberg & Weisner, 1992; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Weisner, Gallimore
& Jordan, 1988). Embedded in the AS are the motivations, social aspects and specific
tasks where assisted development and assisted performance occur. This assisted
performance, i.e., what the child can do with help, is the primary method of development
within CH. The aspects of the AS can serve as factors to explore when studying
academic achievement.

In summary, there appear to be gaps in the knowledge base regarding the effects
of psychosocial variables on student performance across various populations. Although
some research using static variables has been evident, few studies consider the
simultaneous effect of multiple psychosocial factors on the achievement of students.
hAlso, the impact of these variables on achievement is unclear, particularly when
controlling for demographic variables such as SES. There may be gender and cultural
differences also that have previously not been examined. While there is information
available on the academic achievement effects of these variables among certain
immigrant populations (Portes, 1999), there is not information available as yet that would
lend itself to comparative analyses using students from minority, immigrant and
mainstream cultures. There is much unknown as to the similarities and differences that

exist between immigrants and mainstream populations in regard to how certain
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psychosocial variables mediate achievement. This is particularly true when considering
the effect of multiple psychosocial factors simultaneously on the achievement of students.

The primary goal of this study is to investigate the effect of psychosocial factors
on the academic achievement of 8th and 9th grade locally situated students. The factors
considered are based on previous research (Portes, 1999) using the Youth Adaptation and
Growth Questionnaire-Revised (YAGQ-R). These factors include self-esteem, academic
achievement motivation, time management, familism, number of friends, and certain
home/school features. To date, the research with the YAGQ-R has focused on the
achievement of immigrant status students. This study will provide information regarding
the relative importance of psychosocial predictor variables on academic achievement
among the majority culture.

This study will be important in adding to the body of research on the academic
achievement of high school students (9th graders). With increased information on the
factors that are linked to higher academic achievement, student performance can be
enhanced. While some factors affecting the academic achievement of students are not
easily influenced (such as SES), if other more malleable factors can be identified specific
recommendations can be made to improve student performance. A better understanding
of the variables affecting student learning can help guide parents and educators toward
interventions to optimize the likelihood of high academic achievement.

The overarching research question is the following: Which psychosocial and
demographic variables can be seen to effect the academic achievement of high school

students?
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Method

Subjects

Ninth grade students from a rural high school in central Kentucky were invited to
participate in the study, as were students from a large urban high school in Kentucky.
The total number of surveys returned and included in the analysis was 174. As expected,
the subjects were predominately European-American (Caucasian), with a nearly equal
number of completed surveys submitted by male and female subjects. Roughly 300
students were available for participation in the study from the rural and urban schools. Of
these, 200 returned parental permission forms and surveys. Due to missing information,
only 174 surveys were included in the data analysis. Table 1 displays a profile of the

participating students.
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Table 1

Profile of Participating Students (N = 174)

Variables Mean SD
GPA 3.04 .63
Gender 1.61 49
Age 14 53
Father Education 3.99 1.05
Mother Education 4.09 1.18
Economic Condition 1.43 .53
Advance Program 1.71 46
Depression Scale 4.66 1.88
Parent-Child Conflict Scale 6.91 1.43
Attitude toward school 1.22 49
Friends 9.78 21.14
Studying or doing homework 2.66 1.66
School location (rural, urban) 46 .50

10
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Instruments

After securing parental and local school administration permission, volunteer
subjects were asked to complete the Youth Adaptation and Growth Questionnaire-
Revised (YAGQ-R). This measurement instrument was initially developed a study called
Children of Immigrants: The Adaptation of the Second Generation, which involved
students in the Miami and San Diego areas (Portes & Rumbaut, 1995). In the original
study, which was conducted Spring, 1992, 5267 second-generation 8th and 9th grade
students were interviewed using the YAGQ-R.

Included in the YAGQ-R are measures of both demographic and psychosocial
variables that are believed to impact academic achievement. The YAGQ-R was
constructed to gather a rich array of data on the demographic characteristics, nativity and
citizenship of the respondent’s and their parents, family size and structure, socioeconomic
status (parents’ education level and occupation and home ownership), ethnic and
language information, respondent’s hours spent daily on homework and watching
television, educational and occupational aspirations, perceptions and experiences of
discrimination, as well as attitudinal and other psychosocial variables, including measures
of self-esteem, depression and parent-child conflict. Student GPA and standardized
achievement test scores were collected from the school records and used as the dependent
variable in regression procedures. Many of these variables and factors were found to be
related to academic achievement. In the current study, these same variables were used to
predict achievement among the students. Descriptions of these variables are presented

below.
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Variables indicative of demographics included: parental home ownership (low
scores reflect homeownership), father’s education level, father’s employment status,
subject’s age, and perception of families economic situation as compared to five years
earlier (low scores indicate a better economic situation). These variables are likely to be
reflective of SES. Low SES has been found to negatively impact academic achievement
in prior studies (e.g. Carver, 1975; White, 1982). Age is considered since it may be
suggestive of grade retentions due to academic difficulties. The student’s perception of
the family’s economic situation as compared to five years earlier indicates the direction of
family mobility and is associated also with SES.

Variables indicative of psychosocial factors included familism, time management,
depression, parent-child conflict, and peer influence. A Familism scale was constructed
from the following items: (a) If someone has the chance to help a person get a job, it is
always better to choose a relative rather than a friend; (b) When someone has a serious
problem only relatives can help; and, (c) When looking for a job, a person should find a
job near his/her parents even if it means losing a better job somewhere else. Low scores
on the Familism scale reflect the respondent’s endorsement of individualistic values and
have been found (Rumbaut,1994) to be related to higher student achievement.

In the prior study, the way in which the student chose to use his/her time was
found to impact academic achievement. Time management here is considered by a
proportion of the time spent on homework to the total time the student spends watching
television or playing computer/video games for recreational purposes. Higher scores

reflect increased time on homework as compared to time watching television or playing

12
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computer/video games. Higher scores are suggestive of more effective time management
practices.

Depression was found to have a negative impact on achievement in the prior
study. Dgpressive symptoms were measured by using a 4-item subscale from the Center
for Epidemiological Studies-Depression (CES-D) scale, including (a) I felt sad; (b) I
could not get “going;"’ (c) Idid not feel like eating and my appetite was poor; and, (d) I
felt depressed. These items have been found to be predictive of depressive disorders
among adolescents (Vega et al., 1993; cf. Vega and Rumbaut, 1991). High scores
indicate the presence of depressive symptoms.

Conflict between the parent and child was found in the prior study to be related to
lower academic achievement. The Parent-Child Conflict scale was derived from
responses to the following items: (a) My parents do not like me very much and (b) My
parents are usually not very interested in what I say.

Total number of friends is considered an indicator of the role of peer influence on
academic achievement. Respondents were asked to report the number of friends by the
following: How many close friends do you have in school?

Finally, for the purpose of this study, academic achievement, the dependent
variable, was calculated as a composite/average of student scores in reading and math on
standardized group achievement tests. This information was obtained from the

cumulative school records.
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Design and Procedures

The research design was quantitative in nature, specifically correlational
(Pedhazur, 1982). Multiple regression is a recommended procedure when the researcher
is interested in predicting a dependent variable from multiple predictors (Stevens, 1996).
The least squares criterion was used for these analyses (i.e. the sum of the squared
estimated errors of prediction is minimized). The assumptions for using multiple
regression were met and the Cook distance did not show outliers (Stevens, 1996).

Reliability analyses were conducted to ensure consistency. Coefficient alpha for
the composite score was .66 for the depression scale, which exceeded the minimum
coefficient of internal consistency (.60) recommended by Anastasi (1968) for use of
composite scores in statistical analysis. Also, the coefficient alpha for the composite score
of the parent-child conflict scale was .70, also exceeding the minimum recommended for
social science research. The familism scale had a coefficient alpha of .45. Finally, the
self-esteem scale and discrimination scale did not meet the minimum level for use of
composite scores in statistical analysis; as result, these measures were excluded from the
study.

In terms of procedures, after subjects completed the YAGQ-R, standardized
achievement test scores were obtained from available school records. As with the prior
study by Portes (1994), the achievement test scores were used as the dependent variable
in a 2-model least-squares regression.

The first model uses the following demographic variables as predictors of

academic achievement: home ownership, highest level of education completed by the

14



Predictors of Academic Achievement 14

father, father’s employment status, student age, advanced program placement, and
economic situation as compared to 5 years earlier.

In the second model, psychosocial variables were entered. These variables
included: achievement motivation, perceived discrimination, student employment, time
management, familism, who helps with homework, parent involvement in schooling, and
how well the student likes school. The procedure of entering demographic variables in the
regression first, followed next by the psychosocial variables, allows for an analysis of the
effect of the psychosocial variables impact on academic achievement while controlling
the influence of specified demographic features.

Results

Table 2 displays Pearson correlations for the dependent and selected independent
variables. Highest correlations are found between advance placement program and
student achievement (.37). Also, a high correlation was found between attitude toward
schooling and student achievement (.34). In addition, another high correlation was found
between school location and student achievement (.36). Father and mother level of
education was highly correlated to student achievement (.23 and .25, respectively).
Finally, depression and parent-child conflict scales are highly related to academic
achievement (.22 and .23, respectively).

Table 3 shows the results of a least squares regression used to predict academic
achievement, the dependent variable. The overall multiple R square for the regression,
32, ir;dicates that 32% of the variance in the dependent variable (academic achievement)

is explained by the included independent variables.

15
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Intercorrelations Between Variables (N = 174)
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Var 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. GPA-- -17* 0 23* 0 25%  -20%  -37* -22%  23*%  _34* 19* -36%*
2. Age - -04 -01 .09 21 -07 -12 .11 .02 .01

3. Feduc - 38 -17* -26* 01 .03 -02 .01 -38%*
4. Meduc - -20*% -31* 01 .09 -10 -03 -44*
5. Economic - 25% .01 04 .01 05  .20%
6. Advance P - 01 -36*% .13* -07 .03
7. Depression -- -36* -29% .10  -.13*
8. Parent-Child - -29* -10 .08
9. Attitude - -10 .04
10. Studying -- .04

11. School loc

16..\
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Table 3

Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Student Achievement (N =

174)

Variable B SE B B
Step 1

Advance program placement -.40 .09 -.29%

Economic condition -.13 .09 -11
Step 2

Studying or doing homework .08 .02 20%*

Depression scale -.05 .02 -.15%

Parent-child conflict scale .06 .03 13
Step 3

School location -.26 10 -21%

Note. R*> = .18 for Step 1; AR? = .11 for Step 2; AR? = .03 for Step 3

*p<.05

17 Y
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Although age, gender, father’s education, whether or not the father was currently
employed, student’s perception of the family’s economic situation presently as compared
to five years earlier, Advanced Program placement and home ownership were entered in
to the first demographic control block, only Advanced Program placement and home
ownership were found to be statistically significant. The demographic block accounted
for 18% of the variance in academic achievement.

In the second block, the contribution of psychosocial variables was considered.
Studying or doing homework, depression scale, and parent-child conflict scale were
found to explain an additional 11% of the variance in achievement after controlling for
the above demographic variables. Finally, school location (urban, rural) added an extra
3% of explained variance to the regression equation.

The raw and the standardized slope coefficients of the regression variables are
shown in Table 2. From the table, it can be seen that advance program placement is the
most significant predictor with a Beta = .29 (p = .000). It is followed by the time
management variable related to time devoted to studying or doing homework and the
school location (Beta = .20 and Beta = .21, respectively).

Discussion

Academic achievement, as the key indicator of school adaptation, is an important
facet of the high school-aged students’ overall adjustment and has implications for future
employment, quality of life and financial status. While early research (e.g. Coleman,
1966) suggested socio-economic status of the family was paramount in influencing
academic achievement, more recent research has indicated that SES is but one important

factor affecting achievement. The student’s educational experience appears to be
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influenced by a host of variables that include both demographic and psychosocial
influences.

The research question for the present study focused on the effects of certain
theoretically derived psychosocial factors on the academic achievement of mainstream
high school students when controlling for specified demographic variables. In total, 32%
of the variance in achievement was explained by the demographic and psychosocial
variables considered in this study.

Results from the current study continue to ascribe significance to demographic
variables including indicators of SES. Demographic features, including those reflecting
SES, were found to be significant and explained 18 percent of the variance in the
achievement of this locally-situated population. The 18% of the variance accounted for
by demographic variables in this study is generally comparable to national research; large
studies have found a rather wide range of explained variance (Carver, 1975; Coleman,
1966; Munoz & Dossett, 2001; Roeder, 1999; White, 1982) of achievement based on
demographic influences, with the lower limits being 5%, with an upper range of over
40%.

It was, however, the impact of the psychosocial variables on achievement that
were the primary emphasis in the present study. It was hypothesized that a significant
amount of the variance in academic achievement would be explained by the psychosocial
variables after controlling for demographic factors. This was found to be the case as 11%
of the variance in achievement, above and beyond the influence of demographic factors,

was accounted for by the psychosocial factors.
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Prior research has most often considered psychosocial variables in isolation and
found these to account for only a relatively small amount of the variance found in
educational performance. The academic achievement picture becomes somewhat clearer
in light of the current study as the variables used in the regression were able to account
for a relatively large (32%) of the variance in academic achievement. Among the
demographic variables, Advance Program placement and the family’s economic situation
were significant. The most significant psychosocial predictors of academic achievement
in this study were studying or doing homework, the depression scale, and the parent-child
conflict scale.

Other features associated with the student’s upbringing and environment, a rather
obvious factor related to academic achievement, may impact advanced program
placement. The decision to place a student in the advanced track may be influenced by
family involvement and support of educational pursuits, achievement motivation,
education levels of parents and SES. However, in the schools represented in this study, a
large part of the criteria for inclusion in Advanced Placement programs involves
academic achievement. It should be noted that in this study AP placement was entered in
the demographic block to control for it’s effects on achievement.

Home ownership, an indicator of SES, was found to contribute to academic
achievement. While the amount of the variance in academic achievement that is
associated with socio-economic status has remained rather elusive (White, 1982), the
present study found that SES related variables continue to be significant. Why SES has
consistently been found to be a predictor of academic achievement is beyond the scope of

the present study. Still, it would appear that families with high SES, or those that have
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reached some materialistic measure of success would have a better understanding of the
scripts, beliefs and behaviors conducive to achievement.

Time management, as measured by a ratio of time spent of homework divided by
time spent watching television or playing video games, was found to be a significant
predictor of academic achievement. The ability to manage one’s time well is a strategy
that leads to academic achievement. What is not unraveled by the current study is the
extent of family influence on time management practices. The variable may represent an
internalized script for the adolescent suggesting self-regulation, or may be due to a larger
climate of family support of educational activities. Depression and parent-child conflict
scales appear to be another element to be considered when understanding student
academic achievement. Higher levels of depression and parent-child conflict have a -
negative impact on student learning.

It is clear that there are number of factors which impact academic achievement. In
the present study, using multiple features of a student’s lifestyle may serve to provide a
more accurate snapshot of the influences of academic achievement as compared to the
methods employed by commonly accepted national studies which are typically univariate,
or at most consider only a limited number of these variables.

The present study considered six demographic features in the first model
regression and controlled for these when examining the influence of eight psychosocial
factors in the second model. The demographic variables considered included parent’s
home ownership, highest level of education completed by the father, whether or not the
father is currently employed, student’s age, Advanced program status, and the student’s

perception of the family’s economic situation as compared to five years earlier. While
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these factors explained 18% of the variance in academic achievement, which is
significant, the specified psychosocial factors employed in the second model accounted
for an additional 11% of the variance that is also significant.

The eight psychosocial variables considered included: achievement motivation,
perceived discrimination, student employment status, time management practices,
familism, and home/school variables such as who helps with homework, how involved
the parents are in the student’s schooling, and how well the student likes school.
Considered simultaneously, these regression variables are capable of explaining a large
degree of the variance in academic achievement.

The demographic and psychosocial variables in this study account for 32% of the
variance in academic achievement, a finding consistent with those of a previous study

'(Portes, 1999) that employed the same survey instrument, but a different data base
composed of an immigrant adolescent population.

In summary, the present study has helped to add to the existing body of research
regarding the academic achievement of adolescents. Findings from the present study lend
support to utilizing a cultural historical perspective when examining influences on
academic achievement along with multivariate analyses that consider the impact of
demographic and psychosocial variables. It appears that student, home and school
influences have a significant effect on the achievement of this population. Specifically,
home environments that foster effective time management appear to positively influence
achievement. Support for continued use of the YAGQ-R was established.

This study had multiple limitations. Although an adequate sample size was

available for the statistical procedures conducted, the sample is considered relatively
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small. This results in threats to the internal validity of the study. Hopefully subsequent
research will include a larger sample base and allow for further support of the results of
the present study. A larger sample size might also allow for utilizing SES levels in the
analysis which could further isolate and examine the effects of SES on academic
achievement.

Secondly, in regards to sampling constraints, the data used were obtained from
only two schools in one general geographic location. This may affect the generalizability
of the results to the national population. There may have also been sampling bias in that
all subjects were volunteers and this self—selected group may not accurately represent the
population at large.

Thirdly, as with any self-report measure, there is some concern that the students
may not have revealed information they may deem “negative.” Whether self-report
measures in general accurately reflect actual behavior or are too heavily influenced by the
individual’s tendency to present himself or herself in a socially acceptable fashion has
been debated. Fourth and final, while the survey (YAGQ-R) has been used in large
studies previously, there are potential shortcomings with this instrument. Although the
psychosocial factors used in this study appear to have theoretical importance, it is not
possible to identify all, or even most, of the factors that may influence achievement. It is
i)ossible that significant variables were not included in the present data collection and
analysis procedures.

Future research may unravel aspects of achievement motivation and time
management, emphasizing the degree to which these may be self-regulated by the student

and fostered by the home environment. This might involve direct reporting by the parent
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which could also be used to validate certain student responses/perceptions. There also
appears to be unknown aspects as to the influence of depression and self-esteem on
academic achievement, achievement motivation, and time management practices.

In conclusion, the present study indicates that a cultural historical model using
multivariate statistical analysis as relevant for the study of the influence of psychosocial
factors and their effect on academic achievement. While demographic variables such as
SES exhibit influence on academic achievement, the present study found that
psychosocial variables such as time management, depression, and parent-child
relationships are significant as well. Other factors such as achievement motivation and

other home and school factors appear relevant and require further research.
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